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Euroscepticism	is	here	to	stay
Isolationism,	nationalism	and	protectionism	are	back	on	the	political	scene	with	a	vengeance	in
established	democracies.	In	Europe,	a	growing	number	of	citizens	and	elites	are	willing	to	take
considerable	economic	and	political	risk	to	protect	what	they	perceive	as	vital	national	interests.	This
means	that	Euroscepticism	is	here	to	stay,	writes	Catherine	E.	De	Vries.
Political	and	economic	cooperation	across	borders	is	experiencing	growing	levels	of	popular
resistance.	The	outcome	of	Brexit	vote,	the	election	of	Donald	Trump,	and	the	electoral	success	of
nationalist	forces	across	the	globe	seem	indicative	of	a	growing	backlash	against	international	cooperation.	While
many	thought	the	process	of	more	international	cooperation	to	be	irreversible,	in	part	because	it	was	expected	to
lead	to	a	universal	acceptance	of	liberal	and	capitalist	values,	isolationism,	nationalism	and	protectionism	are	back
on	the	political	scene	with	a	vengeance.	While	Donald	Trump’s	slogan	to	‘Make	America	Great	Again’	is	at	the	heart
of	his	campaign	and	current	administration,	Nigel	Farage’s	mantra	of	‘taking	back	control’	dominated	the	Brexit
campaign.	Although	we	should	not	overestimate	the	extent	to	which	current	developments	represent	a	‘real’	break
from	the	past,	arguably	identification	with	the	nation-state	and	national	interest	have	always	been	important	aspects
of	the	political	belief	systems	of	citizens	and	elites	alike,	something	seems	to	be	have	changed.	A	growing	number	of
citizens	and	elites	are	willing	to	take	considerable	economic	and	political	risk	to	protect	what	they	perceive	as	vital
national	interests	(may	it	be	societal	cohesion,	national	control,	borders,	trade,	etc.).
These	developments	seem	especially	apparent	within	the	European	Union.	Decades	of	cooperation	and	integration
have	created	a	profound	interconnectedness	between	the	political,	economic,	and	social	fates	of	member	states.
Yet,	at	the	same	time,	the	fortunes	of	member	states	have	diverged	dramatically.	The	Eurozone	crisis	has	unmasked
deep	structural	imbalances	within	the	Union,	especially	between	Northern	and	Southern	Euro	members.	These
differences	existed	before	the	onset	of	the	crisis,	but	have	deepened	further	as	a	result	of	it.	The	outcome	of	the
Brexit	referendum	in	Great	Britain	provided	a	first	glimpse	of	what	may	lie	ahead	when	Eurosceptic	sentiment
hardens.
My	new	book	Euroscepticism	and	the	Future	of	European	Integration	shows	that	these	developments	have	has	left
an	important	mark	on	public	opinion.	Euroscepticism	once	believed	a	peripheral	development	has	become	a
mainstream	phenomenon.	It	is	no	longer	tied	to	small	segments	of	society,	extremist	political	parties	or	to	specific
economic	cycles.	Brussels’	elites	often	grapple	to	come	grips	with	it,	and	seem	to	lull	themselves	into	the	belief	that
is	a	temporary	post-crisis	blip	that	will	disappear	when	conditions	improve.	The	wealth	of	evidence	I	collected	for	the
book	suggests	that	this	take	on	things	could	not	be	farther	from	the	truth.	Euroscepticism	has	become	a	permanent
feature	of	the	European	project.
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Euroscepticism	is	best	understood	in	relative	terms	rather	than	as	absolute.	It	develops	in	close	communication	with
people’s	evaluations	of	how	well	their	nation	state	is	doing.	Is	there	a	viable	alternative	to	EU	membership?	Will	my
country	to	do	better	on	its	own?	Euroscepticism	is	a	comparison	of	the	benefits	of	the	current	status	quo	of
membership	and	those	associated	with	an	alternative	state,	for	example	one’s	country	being	outside	the	EU.	Much	of
the	Brexit	campaign	was	about	the	alternative	state:	when	the	UK	leaves	the	EU,	£350	million	per	week	can	go	to	the
NHS,	or	each	UK	household	will	be	£4,300	worse	off.	Why	did	support	in	the	remaining	27	member	states	increase
after	Brexit?	The	economic	and	political	uncertainty	surrounding	Brexit	makes	the	status	quo	look	better	and	the
alternative	state	look	worse.	Well	at	least	for	now.
One	of	the	key	findings	of	my	book	is	that	Euroscepticism	is	higher	in	countries	that	do	better	than	the	EU	average	in
terms	of	economic	performance	and	quality	of	government,	and	among	those	that	think	their	country	is	doing	better
than	much	of	the	EU.	Why	is	that?	It	is	to	a	large	part	due	to	the	fact	that	they	attribute	the	good	economic	and
political	performance	to	the	quality	of	their	national	government,	not	to	the	EU.	Because	their	country	is	doing
relatively	well,	or	at	least	they	perceive	it	as	such,	they	think	a	viable	exit	option	to	membership	exists.
This	points	to	an	important	paradox	in	the	European	integration	process:	The	fruits	of	further	economic	and	political
cooperation	have	over	time	become	the	factors	that	allow	populations	or	individuals	to	turn	against	the	European
project	in	the	first	place.	Why?	This	is	because	these	benefits	are	primarily	attributed	to	the	national	governments
and	actions,	not	to	the	EU.	This	suggests	that	better	performance	is	not	going	to	be	the	silver	bullet	to	combat
Euroscepticism.	Pro-European	elites	in	Brussels	and	beyond	need	to	live	with	Eurosceptics.
European	integration,	like	increasing	international	cooperation	and	interdependence	across	the	globe,	is	an
inherently	contested	phenomenon	due	to	the	fact	that	its	economic,	political,	social	and	cultural	features	inherently
bring	about	tensions.	Dani	Rodrik	has	eloquently	argued	that	globalization	represents	a	‘trillema’	for	societies,	as
they	cannot	be	globally	integrated,	completely	sovereign	and	democratically	responsive	all	at	the	same	time.	These
tensions	equally	apply	to	the	process	of	European	integration.	The	conflict	over	Europe	today	and	in	the	coming
decades	will	be	about	how	these	trade-offs	are	made	and	defended.
This	article	represents	the	views	of	the	author	and	not	those	of	LSE	Brexit.	
Catherine	E.	De	Vries	is	Professor	of	Politics	at	the	University	of	Essex	and	Westdijk	Chair	in	Political	Behaviour	in
Europe	at	the	Free	University	Amsterdam	(@CatherineDVries).
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